Treasures of the Deep

stroyed by fire, in order to know how Venice of the golden age,
two hundred years before, could inspire and descend upon him.
The theme of this little painting is Neptune strewing the treasures
of the deep at the feet of Venice. Any amateur of Tiepolo to
whom this picture is unknown could, almost, people the blank
canvas from his imagination. The treasures of the deep would
mean rare shells and pearls and corals. Poseidon's water kingdom
was a realm in which Tiepolo excelled. Did we know the truth
and origin of imagery we would find that this was, indeed, an
Indian fantasy, akin to those Indes Occidentales et Orientales of
which we have already spoken. It was compound of many things.
The love for rare shells belonged, in their fancy, to the world of
pagodas, to the lacquered noons and evenings of the Indies.
They were brought back by sailors from the Spice Islands and
the Coromandel coast and were connected in the imagination
with the first attempts, in so many places, to make porcelain
which could rival that of China. The shells, indeed, in their
bright colours and enamel are like a natural porcelain moulded
and painted into the myriad shapes of beauty. They came from
all over the world, from Greenland and Norway as much as from
Surinam or Tranquebar, but in fantasy they were attached,
always, to those imagined Indies. Separate studies could be
made of the river gods, the Neptunes, the Orientals, or the cloud
inhabitants and their white coursers, of Tiepolo. Here and
now it is Neptune and his watery kingdom. We must remem-
ber the great beauty and value attached to these rare shells,
as evidence of what could be considered as a concrete or nat-
ural chinoiserie, living proof of those unlikely poetries of the
Orient.

A cabinet of shells had its place beside a gallery of paintings.
The pleasure of the conchologist expressed itself in many fine
folio volumes, and we could follow its influences through sculp-
tured trophies and upon painted ceilings. They are tributes to
Neptune, fountains to the sea god in midst of arched pia^as,
grottos made of sea shells. As they came in from the seven seas
invention lavished itself to give the shells their names. Out of
that multitudinous literature we choose the learned Rumphius
and Regenfuss. George Eberhard Rumphius was merchant and
Dutch Senator for the Isle of Amboyna. This island was centre
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